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Abstract

This paper presents the theoretical and methodological foundations of Living a Life of
Meaning and Purpose-C (LAMP-C), a novel quantitative instrument designed to assess
meaning-making capacity among emerging adults to be used as part of a battery of as-
sessments for religiosity. Drawing on Constructive-Developmental Theory (CDT) as ar-
ticulated by Robert Kegan, Sharon Daloz Parks, and Marcia Baxter Magolda, LAMP-C
operationalizes complex developmental constructs such as cognitive, interpersonal, and
intrapersonal growth. LAMP-C integrates CDT with the Rasch/Guttman Scenario (RGS)
methodology, which systematically structures items to reflect incremental developmental
complexity. An instrument for assessing meaning-making contributes to the comprehensive
interpretation of assessments of religiosity among emerging adults. By framing meaning-
making through four facets—ideation, relational awareness, conflict resolution, and sense of
responsibility—this paper provides a comprehensive conceptual foundation for measuring
growth in meaning-making. The RGS methodology further enhances construct validity by
enabling precise, context-specific, and developmentally sensitive assessments across three
contexts. LAMP-C bridges the gap between qualitative depth and quantitative breadth in
assessing developmental constructs, offering a tool that supports both large-scale applica-
tions and nuanced theoretical alignment. LAMP-C establishes a framework for assessing
meaning-making while setting the stage for future empirical research (e.g., longitudinal
studies) to evaluate religiosity in emerging adults.

Keywords: constructive-developmental theory; Rasch/Guttman Scenarios; meaning-
making assessment; religious assessment; emerging adults

1. Introduction

Assessment of religiosity among emerging adults has become increasingly vital as
patterns of belief, practice, and affiliation continue to shift in the United States and glob-
ally (Arnett 2004; Tong 2025). With growing numbers of emerging adults identifying as
religiously unaffiliated (Funk and Smith 2012), researchers have sought to understand
not only the extent of this disaffiliation, but also the underlying motivations, spiritual
orientations, and evolving expressions of faith. Appropriate inquiry requires frameworks
and tools that can capture the complexity of emerging adult religiosity—ranging from
traditional religious commitment to individualized spiritual paths and secular worldviews.
Rather than measuring institutional engagement alone, contemporary assessments might
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explore how emerging adults relate to belief systems, religious communities, and personal
meaning-making. Assessing religious belief and belonging is challenging in part because
religions are themselves complex systems of belief, practice, and membership. Furthermore,
how an individual engages with religion can change over time as that individual develops
and encounters new life experiences.

There are various understandings of the function and value of religious belief and
belonging for meaning-making. Is religion a cultural system that offers meaning through
its practices and tenets (Geertz 1973)? Are religion’s myths expressing something essential
about human existence (Eliade 1954)? Do religions communicate something true and
eternal or are they constructs of social worlds for social cohesion (Berger 1990)? It can
be valuable to frame the discussion of religion for various philosophical, political, and
anthropological purposes. However, such a discussion is beyond the scope of this paper.
Rather, we are considering the individual and their epistemological stance towards religion.
By assessing an individual’s meaning-making capacity in conjunction with their location
on scales of religiosity, investigators gain insight to the individual’s capacity to make sense
of religious practices, religious belonging and religious tenets.

Most often, assessment of religiosity is conducted through a battery of scales, as seen
in the recent work on young people in Malta (Galea and Sultana 2025). The 2013 Handbook
of the Psychology of Religion and Spirituality identified sixty-six different scales used in the
measurement of spirituality and religion (Hill 2013). There are dispositional scales that
measure attitudes and practices, including scales that assess development (Benson et al.
1993; Hall and Edwards 1996; Leak and Fish 1999; Leak et al. 1999). There are functional
scales that reflect “how a person’s religious or spiritual life is experienced” (Hill 2013, p 62).
Since religious belief and practice can inform moral choice, scales for moral development
can prove useful (Rest et al. 2000; Thoma et al. 2013). Finally, because religious belief can
be used as a means of making sense of one’s life, scales that assess meaning and purpose
(Schnell and Danbolt 2023; Hanson and VanderWeele 2021; Ludlow et al. 2022) and the
sources of meaning (Schnell 2009) can be helpful tools.

However, amid all of these scales, there are no quantitative scales that consider a
person’s epistemological approach to religion. That is, rather than what is the person’s
religious practice, affiliation or belief, such scales would help interpret how they make
sense of religious practices, affiliation and belief. How do they use religion to construct
meaning? Assessment of meaning-making capacity would provide a valuable window to
understanding how religious belief and belonging factors into a person’s life.

Measuring meaning-making is inherently complex and is usually assessed by employ-
ing qualitative methods that are inefficient in large-scale studies. We built a quantitative
tool to assess meaning-making, one that employs a novel approach to quantify difficult-to-
measure constructs: the Rasch/Guttman Scenario (RGS) methodology. Our tool, Living a
Life of Meaning and Purpose-C (LAMP-C), comprises three self-report instruments that
capture meaning-making capacity among emerging adults. LAMP-C assesses an emerging
adult’s “approach” to situations in three different contexts: in school, among family, and
with friends. Accordingly, it yields three different quantitative scores that are “specific,
interpretable, and actionable” (Ludlow et al. 2020, p. 376). LAMP-C does not include
religion as a context, so as not to privilege any particular religion or religious expression.
Rather, it provides an assessment of meaning-making capacity to be used alongside various
scales on religiosity.

The LAMP-C assessment is the result of combining two different conceptual frame-
works. The first is Constructive-Developmental Theory (CDT), which supplies the meaning-
making construct the instrument seeks to capture (Baxter Magolda 2001; Daloz Parks 2000;
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Kegan 1994). The second is the Rasch/Guttman Scenario psychometric approach that
guides instrument development (Ludlow et al. 2014, 2020).

As LAMP-C is the first successful attempt at a quantitative assessment of meaning-
making, this paper describes its theoretical and methodological foundations. It begins with
a discussion of key research contributions concerning meaning-making. Second, it offers a
reframing of CDT for the purpose of operationalizing the theory to support quantitative
assessment. Third, it describes the Rasch/Guttman Scenario methodology and its role in
the development of LAMP-C. Finally, it briefly discusses preliminary findings, identifies
next steps, and suggests implications for further research.

2. Theoretical and Conceptual Foundations

The literature on meaning-making development comprises a rich tapestry of inter-
connected ideas that collectively deepen our understanding of human development. All
theorists cited below build upon the cognitive development legacy of Jean Piaget (1952)
but expand beyond the cognitive domain to explore how individuals construct and evolve
their understanding of the world, themselves, and their relationships. Collectively, this is
called Constructive-Developmental Theory (CDT). This theory has been instrumental in
shaping research that examines how people, particularly in educational settings, navigate
the cognitive and emotional challenges of growth, and it could prove useful in the domain
of research in religious belief and belonging (O’Keefe and Jendzejec 2020).

Central to CDT is the body of work of Robert Kegan (1982, 1994). Kegan's theory posits
that development is a process of progressively more complex meaning-making, by which
individuals move through distinct stages of understanding as they grow from childhood to
mature adulthood. Rather than focus on what people know, it attends to how people know;
how they see and interpret their world and themselves. His theory integrates cognitive,
interpersonal and intrapersonal elements. Kegan’s emphasis on the transformation of
meaning-making processes, rather than merely the acquisition of new information or skills,
has resonated across various domains, particularly in education and leadership (Kegan
and Leahy 2000, 2009).

Daloz Parks (2000), who studied emerging adults, identified how enhancement in
meaning-making impacts and is impacted by cognitive capacity, but also one’s relationships,
and “construal of authority” (Daloz Parks 2000, p. 78). She was instrumental in identifying
the social and affective aspects of meaning-making, as they had implications for the nature
and diversity of one’s relationships, as well as who one trusted as a source of information.

Baxter Magolda’s (2001, 2009) longitudinal research followed traditional age college
students into mature adulthood. Her work has been crucial for understanding how young
adults achieve self-authorship, a key developmental milestone, one in which individuals
begin to internalize and truly own their values, beliefs, and identities.

James Fowler (1981) contributed to this field with a theory of “faith development” by
studying children and adults and their use of religious belief to make meaning in their
lives. While valuable for this work, it largely focused on the cognitive development of
individuals, and not on the inter and intrapersonal aspects.

Subsequent research has enriched CDT by exploring how development is influenced
by narrative identity (McAdams 2013), leadership (Helsing and Howell 2014), social con-
text (Abes and Hernandez 2016; Pizzolato 2003), power and privilege (Taylor 2016), and
educational practices (King 2009; Stewart and Wolodko 2016; Gwyn and Cavanagh 2023).

All of these studies have involved some form of qualitative interview, such as the
Subject—Object Interview developed by Kegan and colleagues (King 1990; Leahy et al. 2011).
Qualitative interviews, while highly informative, are problematic for large-scale adminis-
tration because they are time consuming, both in administration and in interpretation of
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data. They are usually reserved for small samples. A few self-report questionnaires and
instruments have been created to assess self-authorship as it pertains to career readiness
(Fallar et al. 2019; Creamer et al. 2010; King 1990). However, these measures have limi-
tations, particularly in their ability to capture the dynamic and developmental nature of
meaning-making across contexts. Our goal has been to create a valid, practical, quantitative
assessment of meaning-making, drawing on CDT to inform instrument development.

3. Constructive-Developmental Theory and Gradation

As indicated above, meaning-making is not an automatic and necessary by-product of
cognition and mental capacity. Indeed, Kegan writes that he is “referring to the person’s
meaning-construction or meaning organizational capacities. I am referring to the selective,
interpretive, executive, construing capacities . .. I look at people as the active organizers
of their experience” (Kegan 1994, p. 29). As a person develops complexity of mind,
or meaning-making capacity, they do not forget or reject what was previously known,
but subsume it and organize it in a richer, more complex framework of meaning. The
person becomes able to notice more in their world, make better sense of what they see,
thereby enhancing their agency. “It is about the organizing principle we bring to our
thinking and our feelings and our relating to others and our relating to parts of ourselves”
(Kegan 1994, p. 29).

As explained in greater detail below, the Rasch/Guttman Scenario psychometric
approach facilitates the operationalization of complex constructs, like meaning-making, by
requiring that the construct be broken down into its constituent characteristics, or facets.
In the present case, we break down meaning-making into facets through the use of CDT.
Following detailed design guidelines, these facets are then combined in specific ways
to construct scenarios that describe a character’s possible response to a situation. The
situations occur in common contexts in which emerging adults exercise meaning-making.
Within a context, the scenarios are incrementally modified to represent gradations of the
facets, reflecting different responses to the situations and, thus, different capacities with
respect to meaning-making. Further explanation of the scenario development process is
given in the next section. For the moment, we offer the warrants for both the facets and
their gradation by drawing from our analysis of the theories of Robert Kegan, Sharon Daloz
Parks, and Marcia Baxter Magolda. Each facet below will be associated with at least one
theorist’s framework. In doing so, we offer a reframing of the theories for the purpose of
operationalizing them to facilitate quantitative measurement.

In terms of gradations, the three theorists cited above identify developmental steps in
which individuals exhibit qualitatively different capacities for interpreting and responding
to their worlds. Kegan, whose framework spans the lifecycle from early childhood to
adulthood, identifies five possible (but not inevitable) “orders of consciousness” across the
lifespan (Kegan 1994, pp. 314-15). Daloz Parks identifies four “forms” spanning adoles-
cence to mature adulthood (Daloz Parks 2000, p. 90). Baxter Magolda names four “phases,”
starting in college and extending into mature adulthood (Baxter Magolda 2001, p. 40). This
developmental process typically takes many years and requires the appropriate balance of
challenges and support. Kegan is most explicit in claiming that people spend more time
transitioning between orders than in stasis at any given order, and that such transitions
takes years.'

In view of our focus on emerging adults, we propose five gradations, which we
call “positions.” Three positions are based on Kegan’s framework and range from “2nd
order,” associated with later childhood and early adolescence, and ending with “4th order,”
possible in later young adulthood. We then name two “emerging” positions to distinguish
between when a particular “order of consciousness” is first onboarded (emerging) from
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being more established. Furthermore, our emerging positions create better alignment with
Daloz Parks and Baxter Magolda’s frameworks. Table 1 offers a correspondence among the
five positions of LAMP-C and the three frameworks offered by these theorists.

Table 1. Five Positions and Constructive-Developmental Frameworks.

P]:;:‘il:/i[fn Kegan (1994) Daloz Parks (2000) Baxter Magolda (2001)
1 2nd Order _ -
2 Emerging 3rd Order Adolescent/Conventional  Following external formulas
3 3rd Order Adolescent/Conventional ~ Following external formulas
4 Emerging 4th Order Emerging adult Crossroads
5 4th Order Tested adult Self-authorship

In the following subsections, we identify and describe four facets that we assert reflect
the cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal characteristics of meaning-making capacity.
They are ideation, relational awareness, conflict resolution, and sense of responsibility.
Each of these facets have implications for, or transferability to conceptions of religiosity,
as illustrated below. As detailed in the following sections, our facet descriptions and their
gradations are grounded in CDT. We describe the most characteristic or default forms
of meaning-making of people in the five positions. Individuals at a given moment may
respond in ways that reflect positions above or below their default. Furthermore, we offer
examples of how these positions might be reflected in religious belief and belonging. These
examples are offered as illustrations of how different capacities for meaning-making might
be expressed.

3.1. Ideation (Cognitive)

The first facet, or characteristic, of CDT is cognitive ability. Within the field of develop-
mental psychology, Jean Piaget’s work on cognitive development is foundational.” For the
range of development considered here, the gradations of cognitive capacity identified by
Piaget are Concrete-Operational, Early Formal Operational (able to recognize and think
thematically) and Full Formal Operational (able to recognize and think ideologically).
These gradations are reflected in Kegan'’s framework: Categorical, Cross-categorical and
System-Complex. We represent this range through the five positions in Table 2.

With increased cognitive complexity comes the ability to better recognize and make
sense of the world. This is reflected in a person’s ability to recognize their own interior
life (e.g., thoughts, emotions, hopes) and attribute similar interiority to others.? It also
means they move from thinking in terms of concrete actions and objects to being able to
think about ideas, values, and themes, and potentially being able to think ideologically.
Placed within the context of religious belief, those in Position 1 would be able to articulate
what the beliefs, norms, and practices of a community are, but are not independently
guided by values or concepts embedded therein. This contrasts with those in Position 3,
who can recognize and talk about the religious values and beliefs they hold and try to
live by, but may be challenged to prioritize among competing values, unless guided
by a moral framework that offers such prioritization. Finally, those in Position 5 can
prioritize independently among competing values, as they can organize values within a
theological vision, ideology or worldview. As Kegan writes, they have “values about values”
(Kegan 1994, p. 90). Increased cognitive complexity is also reflected in their ability to
recognize the relationships among religious practices, beliefs, values and worldviews or
theologies. For example, the concrete knower (reflected in Position 1) can recognize and
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talk about the concrete practice (e.g., initiation ceremony), but it requires the capacity
to ideate (Position 3) to reflect critically and creatively about the meaning behind the
practice (e.g., What does it mean to be a member of this community, and how does the
ceremony embody that?). This is different from the ability (Position 5) to recognize diverse
ideological approaches (e.g., Does an initiation ceremony make someone a member, or
does it recognize that someone has been a member of the community?). Similarly, they can
increasingly recognize connections between themselves and others, and the mutual impact
that is inherent in relationships. These interpersonal and intrapersonal developmental
capacities are elucidated in the following facets.

Table 2. Gradation of Cognitive Capacity for each of the 5 LAMP Positions.

LAMP

Position Graded Description of Cognition in Meaning-Making Capacity

Able to think logically about the concrete and immediate. May
1 understand and reproduce other’s use of concepts or themes but
cannot reliably produce the same independently. *

Beginning to ideate, recognize and use values and concepts,
including acting on or producing the same independently.

Well established in the use of values and concepts, including
acting on or producing the same independently. May understand
and reproduce other’s use of ideologies or priorities but cannot
reliably produce the same independently.

Beginning to recognize and use priorities and ideologies,
including acting on or reliably producing the same independently.

Well established ability to recognize and use priorities and
5 ideologies, including acting on or reliably producing the same
independently.

* The phrase “cannot reliably produce ... independently” means that the person may be able to use language and
concepts that are recognizable to others, but they do not communicate a meaning that is reliable for others. The
meaning or intent is not shared.

3.2. Relational Awareness (Interpersonal)

The second facet is relational awareness. Sharon Daloz Parks writes, “an underrec-
ognized strength of the Piagetian paradigm is its psychological conviction that human
becoming absolutely depends upon the quality of interaction between the person and his
or her social world” (Daloz Parks 2000, p. 89). With appropriate challenges and support, it
becomes increasingly apparent to the person that they have been and are in relationships
with others. It is not just that they are better able to engage in relationships with mutuality,
but that they are already beginning to recognize the relationships of which they are a part.

According to Kegan’s framework, the second-order adolescent is unselfconsciously
self-interested. They may recognize that others have a point of view, just as they do, but
they are unable to “take their point of view and another’s simultaneously” and are likely
to “manipulate others on behalf of [their] own goals” (Kegan 1994, p. 30). They do not
recognize they have relationships with implicit expectations. While this lack of relational
awareness is normal in older children, it is something that they are expected to grow out of
as they move through adolescence. Consequently, we think it is appropriate to begin our
instrument with Kegan’s second order as Position 1.

The move towards Kegan's third order brings a capacity to recognize relationships
and begin to take others into consideration. This happens first in a tacit manner (Position
2), whereby a person becomes generally aware of social pressures and expectations, such
as peer pressure or family expectations. In time, and with encouragement (Position 3), tacit
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belonging is replaced by conscious alignment (or disaffiliation), whereby one takes on and
can even become a proponent for the values and expectations of particular relationships.
Daloz Parks names this as “Conventional” belonging, “marked by conformity to cultural
norms and interests” of the relationship or community (Daloz Parks 2000, p. 92). With this
capacity there is a presumption of similarity within a group and strong boundaries, thus
eliciting a self-imposed expectation to live within those boundaries.*

Position 4 marks a shift in one’s sense of dependence on and obligation to one’s re-
lationships. It reflects what Baxter Magolda names as the “Crossroads.” In her research
she found that people came to a crossroads because following the “external formulas” of
their relationships “did not produce the expected results” (Baxter Magolda 2001, p. 93).
This prompted the opportunity to name their own needs and perspectives, even if doing
so might risk the relationship. In Position 4, one is beginning to risk sharing one’s per-
spective as distinct from another’s (e.g., a valued person’s or group’s perspective). By
the time they are in Position 5 they are more confident in claiming their own voice and
have a greater ability to recognize and appreciate diversity of perspectives within their
communities. Rather than being bound by the expectations of a relationship, an individual
in Position 5 can have a “relationship to the relationship” (Kegan 1994, pp. 91-92). Fur-
thermore, they “can sustain respectful awareness of communities other than [their] own”
(Daloz Parks 2000, p. 100). We represent the range in relational awareness through the
following five positions in Table 3.

Table 3. Gradation of Relational Awareness for each of the 5 LAMP Positions.

LAMP Graded Description of Relational Awareness in
Position Meaning-Making Capacity

Self-interested in their use of the other/groups. Others function
1 within roles, in reference to self. Unable to simultaneously hold
another’s point of view alongside their own.

Increasingly aware of the other/group. Tacit sense of belonging to
given social groups and expectations of those relationships.

Conscious sense of belonging and alignment with the
3 other/group. More able to be selective about group membership,
yet a tendency to see groups as monolithic w/strong parameters.

Becoming aware of diversity internal to the other/group and

4 beginning to name their own point of view within the group.
Aware of diversity internal to the other/group. Able to
5 confidently name their own point of view within/among

others/groups.

Within a religious context, a person in Position 1 would not recognize “religious
belonging” as such, even as they may attest that they “go to” church or synagogue or
temple, recounting the things done there. They “belong” because someone else requires
it (parents) or they find it enjoyable. By contrast, those at Position 3 can demonstrate
conscious alignment with a religious community, its values and norms, and feel confident
expressing perspectives that align with the community. They can be deeply loyal to the
community and what it stands for, teaching others about it. Yet they tend to see their
religious community as monolithic and expect others to experience it as they do. They
perceive those who express the religious tradition differently as wrong or no longer part
of the community. Those in Position 5, however, recognize greater diversity of expression
and belief within the group, and appreciate that diversity as legitimate if it fits within
the wider worldview of the community. They have confidence in articulating divergent
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perspectives, even as they feel deep commitment to the community. To be clear, the above
information is simply illustrative of how these positions might be used to interpret an indi-
vidual’s religious engagement; they could also be used to interpret an individual’s lack of
religious engagement.

3.3. Conflict Resolution (Intrapersonal)

In this facet, we recognize some alignment with Kohlberg’s work on moral develop-
ment. Kohlberg writes “a moral choice involves choosing between two (or more) ... values
as they conflict in concrete situations” (Kohlberg 1975, p. 682). However, Kohlberg and
those who have built on his work attend almost exclusively to cognition (e.g., values and
moral frameworks) and how social expectations factor in moral reasoning (Rest et al. 2000).
They do not consider the affective aspects of interpersonal and intrapersonal factors within
conflict resolution, which can be found in CDT. Each of the three CDT theorists argues that
the interpersonal (awareness of others), intrapersonal (awareness of self), and cognitive are
intertwined. We assert that situations of potential conflict are spaces in which intrapersonal
awareness is made apparent. Essentially, how one chooses to resolve a conflict reflects a
sense of self in relation to others and in relationship to principles or values. How someone
identifies the source of, as well as the resolution of, conflict can be indicative of their
intrapersonal awareness.

The person in Position 1 can think logically about their perceptions but is unable to
simultaneously consider the perceptions of others; their focus is on their own interests
and preferences. Therefore, in a conflict they will usually resolve it in favor of their own
needs and desires, not for any principled reason. The shift from second order (Position 1)
to third order (Position 2), Kegan argues, is reflected in the “need to take out membership
in a community of interest greater than one, to subordinate their own welfare to the
welfare of the team, even, eventually, to feel a loyalty to and identification with the team”
(Kegan 1994, p. 47). At first this may be a tacit acceptance to conform to what “everyone”
expects (Position 2). In time, it may develop into a greater sense of identity, grounded in
particular relationships, social alignments, and values (Position 3). The capacity to identify
one’s relationship and to make choices for the good of that relationship is an indicator
of development beyond prior positions. In time, this capacity may limit the self, as the
boundaries and expectations of the relationship can serve as the boundaries of the self.

The person in Position 4 becomes able to distinguish between themselves and their
relationships and is better able to express a self that is distinct from those relationships.
While remaining deeply invested in their relationships and their values, they increasingly
do not feel the need to conform to others” expectations of them for those relationships. The
person in Position 5 is even more integrated; they reflect principles and values that they
hold dear, even as they are mindful of their relationships and context. Baxter Magolda
describes this as “trusting the internal voice” (Baxter Magolda 2010). These positions
align well with the three schemas identified in the Neo-Kohlbergian Defining Issues Test
(DIT) of moral development, except that those schemas lack consideration of the affective
dimensions of relationships and self-understanding (Rest et al. 2000; Thoma et al. 2013).
We represent our range through the following five positions in Table 4.
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Table 4. Gradation of Conflict Resolution for each of the 5 LAMP Positions.

LAMP Graded Description of Conflict Resolution in Meaning-
Position Making Capacity

Self-interest v. others/group. Self-interest wins, but not in a way
1 that reflects ideals or values but reflects advantages that are more
concrete and immediate. No reflection of an inner sense of self.

Self-interest v. others/group. Group wins. Self-interest becomes
2 tied up in the group’s interests and tacit expectations of
the relationship.

Self v. others/group. Conflict within relationships is ameliorated.
3 Conflict between relationships is avoided. Alignment with the
relationship, often expressed in shared values or perspectives.

Self v. others/group. The self risks relationships to express self as
different from the relational expectations, values or perspectives.

Self v. others/group. Confident in relationships while expressing
5 self as different from the relational expectations, values
or perspectives.

Within a religious framework, given a conflict, a person in Position 1 would choose
the path that was most personally advantageous. There is no sense of “morals,” as that
requires the ability to ideate. There are only rules regulating behavior. They would do “the
right thing” if there were negative personal consequences for not doing so, perhaps meted
out by an all-powerful and watchful God. In Position 3, if religious belief and belonging
are important, there is a strong desire to align with the religious community and act as
expected by the community’s norms. There may be a strong sense that not to align, in belief
or practice, is to be unfaithful to that community, which is to be avoided. The individual
in Position 5 is guided by the community but is aware that they are responsible for their
decisions in a conflictual situation and how those decisions impact others. They are more
aware of diversity within the community, and even accept as valid members, those with
whom they strongly disagree.

3.4. Sense of Responsibility (Intrapersonal, Interpersonal and Cognitive)

The final facet, sense of responsibility, reflects both intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
cognitive characteristics. As “boundaries of awareness ... expand ... the person begins
to move in new ways in the adult world of responsibility” (Daloz Parks 2000, p. 93). As
such, a person’s sense of responsibility, often expressed as guilt, can be a strong indicator
of meaning-making capacity (Leahy et al. 2011, p. 15).

Framed within a religious context, in Position 1 relationships and obligations to others
are not yet acknowledged, so there is no sense of responsibility to other people, values, or
beliefs. They may feel guilty for their actions, but that is usually reserved for situations for
which there are obvious and immediate negative consequences. Those in Position 3 reflect
an awareness of relationships and social connections, resulting in feelings of responsibility
to those relationships. For them, religious belonging can be very important, thus they can
align with the community’s beliefs and moral framework. In fact, they may feel guilty for
upsetting others or falling short of the community’s teachings or expectations but are still
looking to others to determine the rules of engagement (Kegan 1994).

As an individual comes to see themself as having relationships, but not being defined
by them, they can begin (Position 5) to “reflect on, control, take responsibility for” those
relationships (Leahy et al. 2011, p. 9) by determining how they will be in them. In
the religious context, they determine how they engage in their relationships within the
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community. They can develop a linkage between the religious community’s beliefs and
their own interpretation, which then directs their actions within their relationships. In
Position 5 they can consistently name who they are in their relationships and better see how
their attitudes and actions shape the relationship for themselves and others. As such they
become more responsible for those relationships. They recognize they not only determine
their own beliefs and practices, but also their example and guidance shape the rules of
engagement for everyone within the religious community (see range in Table 5). Again,
these positions align well with the schemas of the DIT (Rest et al. 2000; Thoma et al. 2013).

Table 5. Gradation of Sense of Responsibility for each of the 5 LAMP Positions.

LAMP Graded Description of Sense of Responsibility in
Position Meaning-Making Capacity
1 No responsibility beyond self-interest. Relational expectations
and parameters are thought to be arbitrarily set by others.
” To the other/group. Tacitly aware of expectations and parameters
with a felt need to respond to them.
3 To the other/group. Explicitly aware of expectations and

parameters with a felt need to respond to them.

For the other/group. Becoming aware of their ability to determine
4 who they are in the relationship, thus their contribution to the
culture of the relationship.

For the other/group to serve the group’s greater good. Very aware
5 of their ability to determine who they are in the relationship, thus
their contribution to the culture of the relationship.

This concludes our description of the four facets of CDT and their gradations that
serve to operationally define meaning-making in order to facilitate quantitative assess-
ment. In the next section we describe how we used this reframing to develop the
LAMP-C instrument.

4. Methodological Foundations
4.1. Rasch/Guttman Scenario Method of Instrument Construction

As mentioned above, the Rasch/Guttman Scenario approach to instrument construc-
tion begins by breaking down a complex construct (like meaning-making) into its char-
acteristics, or facets (Ludlow et al. 2014, 2020). These facets are carefully combined to
generate scenarios that incorporate responses to situations—typically involving some sort
of conflict—in common contexts in which emerging adults exercise meaning-making. In
LAMP-C, we produce three instruments, each reflecting a different context: school, family,
and friends, with a potentially conflictual situation. For each context, there are five scenar-
ios, the facets of which, identified above, are incrementally changed to reflect gradations of
meaning-making capacity. The full sequence of scenarios within the context reflects the
range of meaning-making capacity among emerging adults in that context. In this section,
we discuss the choice of contexts and the development of situations within each context; the
construction of scenarios; the formulation of the response options; and the interpretation of
scores. Scheme 1 describes the relationships among context, situation, scenario, response
options, and interpretive scores. Figure 1 (below) demonstrates how these components
come together for the school instrument.
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Context: The broader domain in which meaning-making is assessed. Examples are as follows:
e School: Interactions within academic settings.
e Family: Relationships and dynamics with family members.

e Friends: Social and interpersonal relationships outside of family and school.

Situations: A specific, plausible, and interactional event within a context that involves potential conflict or
decision-making. The purpose of the situation is to elicit evidence of meaning-making capacity through
realistic dilemmas or challenges. Examples are as follows:

e School: Deciding whether to collaborate with a struggling classmate.

e Family: Handling disagreements with a parent about career choices.

e Friends: Navigating conflicts in peer relationships.

Scenarios: A graduated series of responses to the situation, reflecting increasing complexity in meaning-
making. In our instrument, there are five scenarios per situation and each scenario corresponds to one
of five developmental positions (Position 1 to Position 5). Scenarios incorporate the four facets of mean-
ing-making: ideation, relational awareness, conflict resolution, and sense of responsibility. Examples
of two positions within a school context are as follows:

e Position 1: Focuses on immediate self-interest (e.g., “I'd avoid helping the classmate—it’s not my

problem”).
e Position 5: Reflects higher developmental complexity (e.g., “I'd consider the classmate’s perspec-

tive, balancing mutual growth and shared accountability”).

Response Options: Structured responses prompting the participant to situate themselves relative

to the character in the scenario. The purpose is to capture the developmental progression of mean-

ing-making over time. Options are as follows:

e “In the past I might have approached this kind of situation similarly to X, but I don’t now.”

e “Sometimes I approach this kind of situation similarly to X, but not regularly anymore.”

e “Now, I regularly approach this kind of situation similarly to X.”

e “Sometimes I approach this kind of situation similarly to X, but not as regularly as I would
like to.”

e “Someday I might approach this kind of situation similarly to X, but I don’t now.”

Interpretable Scores: Quantitative estimates derived from respondents’ answers to scenarios.

The purpose is to indicate an individual’s developmental level of meaning-making within each
context. Scores are mapped onto a quantitative continuum that represents developmental po-
sitions (1-5). Higher scores reflect higher levels of complexity in meaning-making. This scoring
process allows for the following example outputs:

e Individual Profile: Insights into cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal growth.

e Contextual Variations: Differences in meaning-making across school, family, and friends.
e Developmental Trajectory: Identification of past, present, and future trends in meaning-

making.

Scheme 1. The LAMP-C Framework for Assessing Meaning-Making.
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Context:

School

Situation:

John is a student in a college and a program that he likes. He is enrolled in a course required for his program of
study and he gets on fine with the professor. There has never been any indication from this professor that there are
consequences for holding diverse perspectives from the professor. In a question on an exam, the professor instructs
students to offer their perspective on an issue, drawing on the course material to support their answer. Each sce-

nario below reflects a different way John might approach the situation.

Scenarios:
1. Idon’tlike questions like this. It feels like a trap. Do they want my opinion or the course material? Which is

it? If they know what answer they want, they should just tell us what it is and not try to mess with us.

2. Ireally don’t see how my opinion matters on this. There’s got to be one right way to answer this question,

whether it's naming the right steps or the right theorists. My job is to figure out what the right answer is.

3. There are multiple right ways to answer this question using the course material, and I really think differently
about this than the professor does. But there’s no way in the world I'm going to offer anything different from

what I think the professor wants.

4. There are multiple ways to answer this question, and some are better than others. On this question, I really
think differently than the professor does. It feels a little risky, but I think if I make a strong, well-supported

argument using the course material, I should be alright.

5. There are multiple ways to answer this question, and some are better than others. If I have the space and
time, I think I will lay out a few options and argue the merits and limits of each. But in the end, it will be re-
ally important that I make a clear argument for which one I think is most effective. I like questions like this;

they offer a chance to really engage with the material.

Response options available for each scenario:

(A) In the past I might have approached this kind of situation similarly to John, but I don’t now. (B) Sometimes I
approach this kind of situation similarly to John, but not regularly anymore. (C) Now, I regularly approach this
kind of situation similarly to John. (D) Sometimes I approach this kind of situation similarly to John, but not as

regularly as I would like to. (E) Someday I might approach this kind of situation similarly to John, but I don’t now.

Interpretable Scores:
The response options chosen are summed to generate an individual’s score. This score is then transformed through
the Rasch model into an individual’s location along the (latent) continuum of meaning-making, where higher scores

correspond to higher levels of meaning-making, while lower scores correspond to lower levels of meaning-making.

Figure 1. The LAMP School Context.

Next, we turn to a discussion of how language use is an important consideration in
instrument development. Each of the theorists, Kegan, Daloz Parks, and Baxter Magolda,
uses qualitative interviews to gather information about subjects. For example, the Subject—
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Object Interview protocol developed by Kegan and Leahy offers interview prompts, such
as “What makes being in this school important to you?” (Leahy et al. 2011, p. 51). It
also offers rubrics for coding the interviews. Central to the coding process is attending to
how subjects use language to describe their circumstances. A subject’s use of language
is an important consideration in assessing meaning-making capacity. For example, does
the subject use concepts, themes, or values in their narration, or is their speech limited
to concrete actions and preferences? Is their speech primarily self-referential or do they
consider their relationship to and impact on others? When considering decisions, to whom
do they defer? How a person talks about themselves and their world reflects how they
perceive and make meaning of their worlds (Leahy et al. 2011).

In contrast to the Subject-Object Interview, LAMP-C assesses meaning-making ca-
pacity through an approach whereby the situations and the language are provided by the
instrument. Instead of offering interview prompts, the RGS method requires the develop-
ment of a set of scenarios that correspond to a particular situation that emerging adults
would likely encounter and recognize within a context. As described above, each scenario
is designed to be a capsule description of a character acting in a real-life situation. The
respondent is asked to compare themselves to the character in the situation. Since the
scenarios present five distinct ways of making meaning of the situation, each scenario
must reflect the language and concepts as they would typically be used by people in the
corresponding position. Consequently, within a context, different kinds of language appear
in each scenario. In Position 1, the character speaks of concrete actions and personal prefer-
ences. By Position 5, the character talks about prioritizing among competing values and
ideas. This pattern of change over the five positions, as shown in Figure 1, is constructed so
as to reflect an increasing complexity in meaning-making capacity.

4.2. The Choice of Contexts, the Development of Situations and Scenarios

LAMP-C comprises three instruments, each corresponding to a specific context,
with each context presenting a plausible, interactional situation.” Since “cognitive-
developmental assessment is not independent of context” (King 1990, p. 84) and we
are assessing emerging adults, we chose contexts that would likely be relevant to them.
They are family, school, and friends. We hypothesize that emerging adults will typically
exhibit higher levels of meaning-making in the school context, as school is designed to
challenge and support new ways of meaning-making (Daloz Parks 2000). On the other
hand, in the context of family, students may exhibit lower levels of complexity in meaning-
making, as there are longstanding patterns of behavior and potentially strong emotional
consequences for change. By challenging emerging adults to respond in three different
contexts, we intend to create a rich profile of their meaning-making capacity, with particular
interest in apparent differences across the three contexts.

In order to elicit evidence with respect to an individual’s capacity for meaning-
making, the situations are potentially conflictual, as each situation calls for a decisive
action. Whether it is interpreted as conflictual depends on how the individual makes
meaning of the situation. Five possible ways of making meaning of each situation are
manifested in the five scenarios, designed to represent gradations in meaning-making. The
emerging adult responds to each scenario, employing one of five response options.

The construction of the scenarios to define each meaning-making position followed
the Rasch measurement principles and procedures (See Ludlow et al. 2014, 2020):

1. The items should measure a single construct and range from lower to higher levels of
the construct;

2. The items should define a clear, substantively meaningful, hierarchical progression
with respect to the construct; and
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3. The a priori underlying theory of the construct should be reflected in the
empirical results.

This means LAMP-C scenarios were written to follow principles 1 and 2 with the
third principle as a cornerstone for the establishment of content and construct validity.
Following principle 1, each scenario combines elements of the four facets of the construct
“meaning-making” identified above: cognition, relational awareness, conflict resolution and
sense of responsibility. The first scenario reflects the facets as outlined for Position 1, and so
forth, until the last scenario reflects Position 5. Following principle 2, the sequence of five
scenarios within a context represents a progressively more complex capacity for meaning-
making. As an example, consider the school instrument in Figure 1. This deliberate,
systematic item construction procedure is intended to generate an a priori expected ordering
of the scenarios along our hypothesized meaning-making continuum for the context, thus
aligning with principle 3. We address construct validity in the next section.

4.3. Response Options and Instrument Validity

The RGS approach functions differently from typical instrument development in
important ways. Rather than using traditional response formats, such as agree/disagree,
an RGS instrument employs distinctive “comparative response” options. In LAMP-C,
the respondent is asked to compare themselves to the character in each scenario. More
specifically, the instructions direct the respondent “to imagine yourself in each situation
and consider the degree of similarity between your approach to that of the character’s
approach.” They are then offered five options:

A.  In the past I might have approached this kind of situation similarly to X, but I
don’t now.

B.  Sometimes I approach this kind of situation similarly to X, but not regularly anymore.

C.  Now, I regularly approach this kind of situation similarly to X.

D.  Sometimes I approach this kind of situation similarly to X, but not as regularly as I
would like to.

E.  Someday I might approach this kind of situation similarly to X, but I don’t now.

Since our instrument is based on CDT, we presume respondents have experienced
change in meaning-making capacity over time. Therefore, the response options represent
change over time, requiring the respondent to situate themselves vis-a-vis each scenario in
a manner that reflects their recollection of those changes in meaning-making over time.

As mentioned above, RGS empirical results should reflect the a priori expected order
of the scenarios, aligned with their levels of developmental capacity of meaning-making.
By creating scenarios that contain five increasingly complex approaches (positions) to
situations and asking respondents to compare themselves to the character in each scenario,
we are able to test the validity of the instrument itself. Further, by requiring respondents
to choose a response for each scenario, rather than identify a scenario that best fits their
current situation, we are able to produce a “score” for each scenario, not just for each
respondent (Ludlow et al. 2021). Therefore, if meaning-making changes developmentally,
then we expect to see respondents reflect on their changes over time through their selection
of responses to the full sequence of scenarios (e.g., in the past I might have approached
(Position 1 scenario) and someday I might approach (Position 5 scenario)). Ideally, with a
well-designed instrument, the ‘scores’ of the scenarios will form a ladder-like progression
that is congruent with their hypothesized order.®

However, if the results for a sample of students do not conform to our design expec-
tations, we first consider the instrument to be the source of the problem, not necessarily
the sample. This means that the RGS method inherently relies on an iterative process of
feedback and corrections to guide modifications.
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4.4. Respondent Score Interpretation

Once the internal validity of the instrument has been established, it is then possible
to generate rich interpretations of an individual’s location along the (latent) continuum
of meaning-making. To this end, the so-called ‘variable map’, a key product of a Rasch
model analysis, is crucial. These maps are graphical representations that simultaneously
display the scenarios” scores (i.e., their “difficulty” estimates) and the estimates of the
respondents’ levels of meaning-making, both as locations along a quantitative continuum.
This continuum, together with the scenarios” design features provide the basis for a specific
and actionable interpretation of a person’s score.

For example, in addition to the ordering of the scenarios from simpler (Position 1) to
the more complex (Position 5) responses to situational interactions, the response options
are framed in terms of past to future responses to those situations. Thus, scores are
generated for both scenarios and respondents. Specifically, higher scores for respondents
correspond to greater complexity in meaning-making, while lower scores correspond to less
complexity in meaning-making. A respondent’s score can then be interpreted in terms of
their meaning-making capacity, employing the facets identified above: cognition, relational
awareness, conflict resolution, and sense of responsibility. However, research indicates that
it is easier for respondents to recognize themselves within a given scenario, rather than
producing their own response to a situation (King 1990). While this is a distinct benefit of
our approach, enhancing accessibility, it is also possible that respondents may recognize a
level of meaning-making somewhat higher than their capacity to produce on their own.
Therefore, score interpretation requires some nuance, with the respondent located within
a specific range of meaning-making capacity. It would be beneficial to conduct some
qualitative interviews (e.g., Subject-Object) with emerging adults who have taken the
LAMP-C scale and analyze the results of both assessments. Feedback from that process
could potentially offer further validation of the construct and the corresponding scale as
well as guidance on score interpretation. LAMP-C offers a rich narrative of an emerging
adult’s meaning-making capacity. Were the instrument to be administered at different
occasions over the course of time, it should be able to capture and represent enhanced
meaning-making capacity.

Although LAMP-C does not assess religious belief or belonging, an individual’s scores
can be interpreted in conjunction with their scores on religiosity scales to yield a more
comprehensive understanding of the individual. For example, someone providing Position
1 and 2 level responses across the scenarios within a context would likely be participating
in religious practices because someone requires it of them, but they may not be able to
accurately express the meaning of those practices and will likely choose to end the practice
if given the opportunity. A person providing primarily Position 3 level responses across the
scenarios may be deeply committed to their religious community, understand the meaning
behind its practices, but they may also see their tradition as monolithic, with clear lines
separating those in and out of the community. Finally, a person providing Position 4 and 5
level responses may also be deeply committed to their religious community yet be more
selective in their religious practices or diverse in their beliefs, either in frequency or manner.
They may also feel a strong sense of responsibility to that community and its values. Those
values would be evident in their interactions within the community, as well as beyond
the community.

More specifically, by assessing the individual’s meaning-making capacity alongside
another scale, we get a sense of their ability to make meaning of religious practices, beliefs,
and affiliation. For example, if someone provides Position 1 and 2 level responses on
LAMP-C and responds “Definitely not true” to the statement “My religious beliefs are what
really lie behind my whole approach to life” found in both the DUREL and the Hoge scales,
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we might conclude that they probably cannot imagine a “whole approach” to their life,
since they perceive life as more concrete and episodic (Hoge 1972; Koenig and Biissing
2010). However, if they provide Position 3 level or higher responses while offering the
same Hoge scale response, we might conclude that they have the capacity for a “whole
approach” to life, but that religion does not factor into that approach.

5. Implications and Future Directions

The development of LAMP-C represents a significant theoretical and methodological
advancement in the assessment of meaning-making among emerging adults. By reframing
CDT into quantifiable facets—ideation, relational awareness, conflict resolution, and sense
of responsibility—this work bridges the gap between theoretical constructs and practical
assessment tools. The implementation of the Rasch/Guttman Scenario (RGS) methodology
both requires and enables the creation of scenarios that reflect developmental complexity.
It also facilitates the systematic measurement of nuanced growth processes across contexts
(e.g., school, family, and friends). This novel approach advances the field by providing a
scalable, quantitative alternative to labor-intensive qualitative methods.

5.1. Value of the LAMP-C Scales

The importance of defining and assessing meaning-making as a developmental con-
struct for emerging adults is underscored by research demonstrating the relationship
between meaning-making and such outcomes as identity formation, resilience, interper-
sonal competence, and overall well-being (Baxter Magolda 2001; Kegan 1994; King 2009).
We believe that assessing an individual’s capacity for meaning-making has real value
for projects assessing religious belief and belonging, since an individual’s cognitive, in-
terpersonal and intrapersonal capacities delimit how they understand, relate to and use
religious belief, belonging, and practice. The mechanisms for assessing how meaning-
making capacity influences religiosity remain an area of exploration, but insights from
constructive-developmental theory suggest that the ability to navigate complexity, resolve
conflicts, and maintain a sense of responsibility plays a central role in fostering personal
growth and purpose (Daloz Parks 2000; Kegan 1994). We believe LAMP-C adds the valu-
able construct of meaning-making capacity to an overall assessment of emerging adults’
religious belief and belonging.

This work contributes to the building of a nomological net (Cronbach and Meehl 1955)
for a more nuanced conceptualization of religious belief and belonging by attending to
meaning-making and its developmental progression within context-specific applications.
The LAMP-C scales operationalize this construct in a way that allows for both precise
measurement and systematic investigation, creating pathways for linking meaning-making
to religiosity.

Beyond assessment of religiosity, LAMP-C could contribute to other assessments of
well-being, purpose and flourishing (Padgett et al. 2024). Finally, meaning-making is a
complex construct, which until now has only been assessed through qualitative means.
LAMP-C, as the only quantitative tool for assessing this construct, can be a valuable
instrument in diverse projects with emerging adults.

5.2. Practical Applications of the LAMP-C Scales

Scores on the RGS-based LAMP-C scales represent an emerging adult’s location along
a continuum of developmental complexity incorporating the facets of ideation, relational
awareness, conflict resolution, and sense of responsibility. This measurement approach
not only describes an individual’s current developmental stage but also provides specific
insights into what would be required to advance to a higher level of meaning-making
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complexity. By providing interpretive frameworks for scores, the LAMP-C scales offer a
roadmap for understanding developmental progress and evaluating change over time.

The potential utility of the LAMP-C scales could extend beyond assessing religious
belief and belonging to applications in assessing programming efficacy and in institutional
planning. Although this remains speculative, formation leaders could use the scale scores to
identify those who may benefit from targeted support, such as those struggling to reconcile
competing values or navigating relational complexities. Similarly, religious institutions
might employ the scales to assess the efficacy of formative initiatives aimed at fostering
reflective and purpose-driven individuals.

For example, we can imagine that a respondent with a relatively low score profile
corresponding to frequent Position 1 level responses might be well served by religious
instruction that offers the meaning behind the tradition’s practices or moral injunctions.
Simply assuming that such a low-scoring person already understands the teachings or
values of the community could result in misaligned efforts. Similarly, those providing
frequent Position 2 level responses would likely benefit from appreciating the value of
their particular religious community so as to affiliate intentionally. Finally, those providing
frequent Position 3 level responses would benefit from learning about the diversity within
their religious tradition and community, so as to ground their belief and belonging within
a wider world.

Repeated administrations of the scales over time could chart growth, offering action-
able data to inform programmatic efforts and better meet developmental needs. Moreover,
the developmental progression potentially captured by the LAMP-C scales would align
with evidence suggesting that meaning-making is both measurable and malleable (Baxter
Magolda 2010).

In sum, the LAMP-C scales have the potential to provide a robust framework for
measuring, interpreting, and fostering meaning-making capacities among emerging adults.
By integrating developmental theory with a rigorous measurement methodology, these
scales can offer valuable insights into the complexities of development and practical tools
for enhancing formation. This combination positions the LAMP-C instrument as a critical
resource for advancing both research and practice.

5.3. Future Directions

To enhance the validity and utility of the LAMP-C construct and scale, researchers
could conduct qualitative interviews with some individuals who have also taken the LAMP-
C scale. Analysis of the results of both could create a valuable foundation for LAMP-C
score interpretation.

By situating LAMP-C within broader frameworks of research on religion, future
studies could examine correlations with religious practice, affiliation, and belief. Scales like
the 10-item Hoge scale on intrinsic religiosity or the DUREL could provide interpretable
feedback on the observed correlation (Hoge 1972; Koenig and Biissing 2010).

Subsequently, repeated administrations could evaluate developmental progressions
and deepen our understanding of how meaning-making actually evolves across life stages.

6. Conclusions

This paper has outlined our theoretical rationale for distinguishing among four foun-
dational facets of meaning-making—ideation, relational awareness, conflict resolution, and
sense of responsibility—while demonstrating how these constructs can be systematically
defined and measured through the methodological rigor of RGS. Looking ahead, LAMP-C
has the potential to enhance the assessment of religious belief and belonging by integrating
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an individual’s meaning-making capacity into a comprehensive assessment of emerging
adults’ religiosity.
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Notes

1

6

The coding instruction guide for the Subject-Object Interview, distinguishes six positions across a transition from one order to the
next: X, X(Y), X/Y, Y/X, Y(X), Y. (Leahy et al. 2011, p. 42).

Kegan offers a rich review and analysis of Jean Piaget’s contributions to constructive-developmental theory in chapter one of The
Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development (Robert Kegan 1982).

The neurobiological changes that begin with the onset of puberty were unknown to Jean Piaget at the time of his research
but are widely recognized now. These changes, particularly the development of the prefrontal cortex, create the possibility
for self-consciousness, ideation and executive functioning, as well as a deeper sense of time past and future. However, the
development of complexity of mind is not inevitable, but requires the neurobiological tools and the appropriate challenges and
supports (Robert Kegan 1982, 1994).

Conscious alignment is not inevitable. This can also be a time of intentional disaffiliation, when one no longer wishes to be part
of the community one has been part of by circumstance, like family membership (O’Keefe and Jendzejec 2020).

An instrument refers to the set of items that are measuring a construct. In LAMP-C we have three instruments, each measuring
meaning-making but each instrument is for a different context. The set of three instruments comprises a battery or ‘portfolio’.
An early iteration of LAMP-C was presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association in 2022.
While there were initially positive results, that version did not present the desired ladder-like distribution as clearly as was
intended, so this current version is a dramatic reworking of the instruments (O’Keefe et al. 2022).
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